CHAPTER XXIV
MAN'S CHANGING SURROUNDINGS

Geographic Constants and Variables

' Among the physical features of man's surroundings three, namely, the
earth as a globe, land forms, and water bodies, may be regarded as con-
stants. The location of a place in relation to the poles and the equator,
or in relation to the lands and the oceans, never changes, or at least
changes so slowly that man is not conscious of it. Land forms are almost
equally constant. Although the mountains may be worn down a little by
erosion in the course of hundreds of thousands of years, or raised a little
higher by earth movements, they have not changed appreciably during
the period covered by human history. With water bodies, the third ele-
ment, the changes are equally unimportant except where variations of
climate cause a desert lake, for instance, to dwindle in size, or a' river like
the Hwang Ho to become China's sorrow, or where man himself has
built reservoirs, enlarged harbors, and reclaimed land from swamps or
from the sea, as in Holland.

Soils and minerals, the next great features of man's physical surround-
ings, are more variable than the first three. Their changes are of two
kinds, extremely slow ones due to nature, or rapid ones due to man.
Slow changes consist of the weathering and aging of soil, the accumula-
tion of humus, and the formation of new mineral deposits by igneous
agencies or by water that percolates through the rocks. These changes,
however, are almost as slow as the changes in relief, and hence play little
part in human affairs. The changes caused by man are so rapid that they
profoundly influence his destiny. By cultivating the soil he robs it of its
wealth. In China thousands of square miles have lost their valuable
cover of soil because this has been washed away after the cutting down
of the forests. In some long-cultivated countries, such as Greece, the soil
has suffered much from constant cultivation without the addition of
proper fertilizers. In Italy, and other countries, such exhaustion of the
soil probably helped to cause the fall of the Roman Empire. In Palestine
one often sees great areas where slopes that were once wooded and cov-
ered with deep soil are now largely bare and rocky. Nevertheless, in
large areas the soil is being steadily improved, as happens in modern
market gardens. Mineral deposits are likewise exhausted by man. In
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